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Student evaluation of teaching: keeping in touch with reality 
 
Stuart Palmer 
Institute of Teaching and Learning, Deakin University, Australia 
 
 
Student evaluation of teaching is commonplace in many universities and may be the 
predominant input into the performance evaluation of staff and organisational units. 
This paper used publicly available student evaluation of teaching data to present 
examples of where institutional responses to evaluation processes appeared to be 
educationally ineffective, and where the pursuit of the ‘right’ student evaluation results 
appears to have been mistakenly equated with the aim of improved teaching and 
learning. If the vast resources devoted to student evaluation of teaching are to be 
effective, then the data produced by student evaluation systems must lead to real and 
sustainable improvements in teaching quality and student learning, rather than 
becoming an end in itself. 
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Introduction 
Student evaluation of teaching (SET) has a long history, has grown in prevalence and 
importance over a period of decades, and is now commonplace in many universities 
internationally (Denson et al., 2010; Kember et al., 2002; Narasimhan, 2001). SET data are 
collected for a range of purposes, including: as diagnostic feedback to improve the quality of 
teaching and learning; as an input to staff performance management processes and personnel 
decisions; to provide information to prospective students in their selection of units of study 
and programmes; as a source of data for research on teaching; and in response to government 
statutory requirements (Kember et al., 2002; Neumann, 2000). While the use of SET data 
may have originally been collected for primarily formative purposes to improve teaching and 
learning, it is also increasingly used for summative judgements of teaching quality and 
teaching staff performance that may have implications for personnel and funding decision 
making (Neumann, 2000; Simpson & Siguaw, 2000; Stratton et al., 1994). In Australia, it is a 
requirement that universities participate in the nationally administered student Course 
Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) (Barrie & Ginns, 2007; Kember et al., 2002), and previous 
eligibility requirements to bid for national teaching and learning performance funding mean 
that many universities also have institutional SET systems in place with publicly reported 
results (Wheelahan, 2007). 
While much effort has been devoted to examining the statistical validity of SET 
instruments, there has been more limited examination of the methodological and 
consequential validity (together referred to as ‘utility’) of the ways in which SET data are 
used (Beran et al., 2005). Even the data from a mythological SET instrument that is ‘perfectly 
reliable and valid’ could still be used inappropriately (Theall & Franklin, 2001). There is 
evidence that individual academic staff may modify their behaviour over time, consciously or 
unconsciously, for a range of reasons, in an attempt to improve their SET ratings (Eiszler, 
2002; Ryan et al., 1980; Simpson & Siguaw, 2000; Stratton et al., 1994), and that some such 
behaviours may be educationally counterproductive (Ryan et al., 1980). There is also 
evidence that institutional responses to SET processes can be educationally ineffective 
(Gynnild, 2007; Kember et al., 2002; Nilsson & Wahlén, 2000). This paper presents 
examples of educationally ineffective institutional responses to SET data observed at one 
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university, based on publicly available SET data. The novelty of this paper lies not in 
identifying the existence of such occurrences, for they surely exist in many institutions 
internationally, rather, its value is in documenting the specific details and surrounding context 
of the examples presented. 
 
An institutional SET system 
In Australia, Deakin University is a major provider of distance and online education. In 
addition, it teaches on-campus at four campuses located in three cities in the State of Victoria, 
with campuses spanning metropolitan, regional and rural locations. Deakin University 
currently teaches on a trimester system, with three teaching periods per year, nominally of 
equal duration and status. Prior to 2009, a semester-based teaching system was in operation, 
supplemented by a third ‘summer semester’ of a shorter duration. In total, approximately 
39,600 students are enrolled in studies (Deakin University, 2011a). Deakin University’s 
‘Quality Assurance and Continuous Quality Improvement in Respect of Academic Matters’ 
procedure (Deakin University, 2012), requires that its ‘Evaluation of Teaching and Units’ 
procedure (Deakin University, 2009) be enacted. For all higher education award courses, 
except higher degrees by research, the latter procedure requires that: 
 
 unless a case is made for exemption, the ‘Student Evaluation of Teaching and Units’ 
(SETU) questionnaire is administered to students enrolled in every unit of study every 
time it is offered; 
 for staff involved in teaching, SETU results form part of their performance review 
process;  
 summary SETU results are made available for query on a publicly accessible reporting 
website (Deakin University, 2011b). 
 
The SETU instrument, as a standardised, centrally administered questionnaire, was first 
introduced in 2003, and its current form was introduced in 2006, with item 10 being added in 
2010. It consists of ten core question items: 
 
1 This unit was well taught. 
2 The course materials in this unit were of high quality. 
3 The workload in this unit was manageable. 
4 Requirements for completing the assessment tasks in this unit were clear. 
5 The teaching staff gave me helpful feedback. 
6 The library resources met my needs for this unit. 
7 I would recommend this unit to other students. 
8 The technologies used to deliver the online content in this unit performed satisfactorily. 
9 The on-line teaching and resources in this unit enhanced my learning experience. 
10 This unit challenged me to learn. 
 
SETU respondents rate the core question items on a five-point scale (1=strongly disagree; 
2=disagree; 3=neutral; 4=agree; 5=strongly agree) with a ‘not applicable’ option included. In 
addition to the ten core items, SETU includes a rating of, and open-ended comment on, the 
quality of teaching for each nominated staff member involved in teaching on the unit, and 
open-ended comments on the ‘best aspects’ of, and ‘aspects most in need of improvement’ 
for the unit of study. 
The publicly accessible SETU reporting website (Deakin University, 2011b) allows 
anyone with an interest to query the results for the ten core SETU items, based on a selection 
of evaluation period, faculty, school, unit and student enrolment location. The data reported 
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for each unit includes total enrolment, number of responses and computed response rate for 
the enrolment location(s) selected. Additionally, for each unit, for each of the ten core SETU 
items, the number of responses, mean rating, standard deviation of the mean rating, 
percentage agreement, percentage disagreement and percentage difference are reported. 
SETU results are publicly reported for a unit unless the number of responses is less than ten; 
the presumption being that anything less than ten responses is an unrepresentative sample 
size. Individual teaching staff can log in to the reporting website, and once authenticated, can 
access additional SETU information that applies specifically to them, including student 
ratings and comments regarding their individual teaching roles. SETU items 1, 7 and 9 take 
on an added significance, as the results for these items are reported to the University Council, 
and item 1, with its apparent face validity in association with ‘good teaching’ is often used as 
an overall SETU proxy for quality of teaching in a unit. 
Deakin University’s ‘Evaluation of Teaching and Units’ procedure suggests a range of 
possible approaches to the evaluation of teaching and units, including the use of the SETU 
survey, peer and industry review, student focus groups, internal and external benchmarking 
and comparison to previous evaluations (Deakin University, 2009). However, the automatic 
collection, public availability and the simple, single-number quantitative measures provided 
by SETU mean that it is often the principal SET indicator employed for evaluating both units 
and teaching performance. It is noted elsewhere that, even where official policy countenances 
a range of evidence of teaching effectiveness, the ‘convenience’ of SET data means that it 
can become, in practice, essentially the sole evaluation measure (Eiszler, 2002; Simpson & 
Siguaw, 2000; Theall & Franklin, 2001). Some evidence of this default focus on SET 
numbers as the primary measure of teaching quality can be observed in Deakin University’s 
academic staff performance planning and review process. The document for recording and 
later evaluating academic staff performance objectives includes areas for the normally 
expected academic activity, including teaching, research and service. Also included are 
suggested objectives and performance standards. Under the section for ‘Teaching and 
Learning’, the pro forma performance standards include: 
 
Achieving a personal teaching SETU score of at least [the score inserted here must be 
at least 3.5 and should be 0.1 higher than the previous year unless the score in the 
previous year is 4.5 or above at which point the standard will be the same as the 
previous year]. 
 
Rather than prompting for the identification of specific activities to be undertaken with the 
aim of improving teaching and learning, the explicit focus is on the presumed proxy measure 
for teaching quality, and a global, minimally acceptable benchmark SETU score is given. 
 SET instruments developed by universities for internal use often lack formal theoretical or 
psychometric rigour (Barrie & Ginns, 2007) (no evidence for the validity or reliability of the 
SETU instrument is known to the author), and SET ratings may be systematically influenced 
by factors such as class size, discipline area and year level (Al-Issa & Sulieman, 2007; 
Denson et al., 2010; Neumann, 2000). Given this, the focus on SETU as the prime indicator 
of teaching and learning performance, and the specification of rigid performance targets for 
the achievement of SETU ratings is potentially problematic. When the public reporting of 
SETU ratings is added in, there is significant pressure on both individual teaching staff and 
the organisational units to achieve ‘good’ SETU results. Achieving the nominated SETU 
score can become an end in itself, rather than a natural by-product of good teaching and 
learning processes. The following three sections describe examples observed where the 
organisational pursuit of the ‘right’ SET results appears to have taken precedence over the 
pursuit of improved teaching and learning. 
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School X – climbing the ranks 
As noted above, Deakin University makes much of its SET data available publicly online 
(Deakin University, 2011b), and also produces summary annual reports (again publicly 
available) of its SETU results (Deakin University, 2010). For comparability with the 
reporting of the national CEQ data, much of Deakin University’s SETU reporting focuses on 
the ‘percentage agreement’ data, rather than mean ratings for SETU items. The percentage 
agreement result for a SETU item is derived from the sum of the percentages of respondents 
indicating a rating of 4/agree and 5/strongly agree. Inspection of these publicly available 
SETU data and reports shows that, historically, one particular school (referred to hereafter as 
School X) consistently had the lowest aggregated (across all units of study in the school) 
percentage agreement results for SETU item 1. While there are important questions about the 
methodological validity of both collapsing response scale data into dichotomous 
(agreement/disagreement) ratings (Brody & Dietz, 1997; Duncan & Stenbeck, 1987; Sobel, 
1998) and the aggregating of SET data from individual units to produce whole-of-school (or 
department, faculty, institution) combined results (Barrie & Ginns, 2007), for the sake of the 
analysis presented here it is presumed that both of these processes are statistically valid in 
this case. 
An external review of teaching and learning at Deakin University (PhillipsKPA, 
2007) brought into focus the SETU performance of all schools in the University, including 
the relative performance of School X as lowest ranked out of 16 schools. During semester 1 
of 2007, School X initiated a number of actions to attempt to improve its SETU ratings. A 
dramatic step-change in ranking to mid-table occurred in semester 1 of 2007, and it is 
instructive to explore the initiatives implemented in School X that might account for this. At 
an internal teaching and learning conference presentation, the actions undertaken were noted 
as follows. 
 
1. Reshuffling teaching allocations to best match teaching staff preferences. 
2. Implementing transparent teaching workload and sessional/marking support models. 
3. Raising the profile of excellent teaching through monetary rewards for high SETU scores. 
4. Identifying staff in need of professional development based on low SETU scores. 
5. Obtaining student feedback throughout semester via a short online survey. 
6. Communicating with students about SETU, see following discussion. 
7. Incorporating a reflective journal to influence students’ perceptions of the value of their 
study.  
8. Marketing the relevance of the curriculum to students. 
 
Some of these actions have the potential to impact on staff teaching practices or student 
engagement with their learning in positive ways, but others are more questionable. Awards of 
money (although modest in amount) for high SETU scores in a unit, again places the focus on 
the achievement of a numerical proxy, rather than for the success of any specific action aimed 
at improving teaching and learning. In this case, the benchmark measure was the average of 
all results for all SETU items for a unit. While this approach has no concerns regarding 
aggregation of SET scores across multiple units, it does open up another question regarding 
the validity of combining different SET scale items together in an un-weighted fashion to 
produce a single composite ‘good teaching’ score. Added to this was the practice of making 
awards based on any number of SETU responses, including a single response. The value of 
mean SETU ratings based on low numbers of responses is very limited, and should not be the 
basis of definitive conclusions about the quality of teaching and learning in a unit. 
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Another of the initiatives listed above is ‘Communicating with students about SETU’. This 
entailed all academic staff in School X being required to display the message below in class 
as the opening of the SETU survey for that teaching period approached: 
 
University average score is 3.7 (on a 5-point scale) 
—if you think this unit is above average you should give it 4’s and 5’s on the different 
criteria 
—if you think this unit is below average you should give it 3’s, 2’s and 1’s in the 
different criteria 
 
Note that the university average score shown here was for semester 1, 2007; the actual value 
displayed changed in different teaching periods. This message confuses/conflates the 
university-wide mean SETU score, which is simply a statistical artefact of the combination of 
SETU ratings from all units of all sizes, all year levels and all discipline areas, with the 
students’ perception of the performance of a specific unit on the ten items that make up 
SETU. Respondents to the SETU survey are not asked to assess whether performance is 
‘above or below average’, they are asked to indicate their level of agreement with the SETU 
items. The message communicated to students strongly suggests to students that a mid-point 
(neutral) rating is not actually the three-out-of-five point, but something much closer to the 
fourth response point, and that a ‘below average’ performance could actually be reasonably 
awarded a 3 (neutral) rating. If all schools were to adopt this strategy, the likely outcome 
would be a spiralling increase in the university-wide mean SETU rating, even in the absence 
of any material change in teaching and learning quality. Some staff in School X were 
uncomfortable about the use of this ‘SETU message’, and following changes in the school 
leadership after 2008, this practice was discontinued. The pressure on schools to be seen to 
perform well in SETU rankings may lead to ‘inventive’ ways to encourage students to give 
good ratings. At a national level, in the UK, the National Student Survey seeks to measure 
students’ satisfaction with their undergraduate studies, and, as with the CEQ in Australia, 
‘league tables’ incorporating the National Student Survey results are produced by various 
parties. Instances of not-so-subtle encouragement by academic staff, and even by other 
students, to students to give high ratings on the National Student Survey, so that the 
institution achieves a favourable ranking have been widely reported (Carey, in print; Yorke, 
2009). 
 
Table 1. Ranking of School X over time based on SETU item 1 percentage agreement 
 
Teaching period School X ranking 
Semester 2 2006 16 out of 16 
Semester 1 2007 8 out of 16 
Semester 2 2007 15 out of 16 
Semester 1 2008 11 out of 16 
Semester 2 2008 12 out of 16 
Trimester 1 2009 15 out of 17 
Trimester 2 2009 16 out of 17 
Trimester 1 2010 17 out of 17 
Trimester 2 2010 17 out of 17 
 
Notes – In 2009 Deakin University moved from a semester-based academic timetable to one 
based on three trimesters. Additionally, in 2009 the number of schools increased from 16 to 
17. 
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The dramatic increase in relative SETU ranking for School X was not sustained, and 
generally declined over time, falling again to last place (17th out of 17 schools) by trimester 1 
2010 (Table 1). There is no way to be certain of a causal link between the ‘talking up’ SETU 
message given to students and the observed jump in SETU ranking but the circumstantial 
evidence suggests that the apparent short-term improvement may have been more related to 
the temporary modification of student expectations than to the fundamental improvements in 
teaching and learning in the School. Both in Australia and internationally (Feldman, 2007; 
Pounder, 2007), there is evidence that the discipline area of School X scores systematically 
lower than virtually all other disciplines in SET evaluations. For the period under 
consideration here, the discipline area of School X was consistently ranked lowest nationally 
by a significant margin on the CEQ good teaching scale for bachelor degree students in 
Australia. Ranking is essentially a zero-sum game; improvement in position by one player 
can only come at the expense of one or more others moving lower in ranking. Given that 
there is evidence that the discipline area of School X is rated systematically lower in SET 
than other disciplines nationally, it can be argued that, rather than being the cause for 
fundamental concern, this is actually the ranking that should be realistically expected. The 
real question is not why School X is continually ranked last but, rather, how could it have 
fundamentally improved its SETU performance so as to jump to mid-table in one semester? 
While the University may have a teaching and learning enhancement plan, it is the agency 
and responses of the leadership at department level (at Deakin University, the school level) 
that determines if and how the institutional-level plan is ultimately enacted (Brunetto & Farr-
Wharton, 2005). Rather than attempting to outscore ‘competitor’ schools in SETU rankings 
in the short-term, by any means possible, School X, its students and ultimately Deakin 
University, would probably be better served by efforts to make longer-lasting, incremental 
improvements to underlying teaching and learning practices. Such improvements are most 
likely to have a sustainable impact when they take into account the known national context of 
the discipline, including relative ranking in SET, the signature pedagogies of the discipline 
and current research and developments in teaching in the discipline and more widely in 
higher education. 
 
What is good teaching and learning at the institutional level? 
In consideration of teaching quality at the institutional level, Deakin University has 
historically had access to aggregated SETU results and to CEQ data. The institution level 
aggregated SETU data can be found in publicly available annual reports (Deakin University, 
2010). The CEQ is run annually by Graduate Careers Australia, and is administered to 
graduates approximately four months after completing their studies, so it essentially collects 
students’ perception of their studies from the year prior to the survey. There is a significant 
period between the conduct of survey and the reporting of CEQ data, such that a report 
published in one year is effectively presenting student perceptions of teaching and learning 
from two years prior. The period for which both publicly available SETU results and the 
relevant CEQ data are presently available includes 2005–2008. During that period, Deakin 
University’s academic calendar was organised on a semester basis. In addition, many units of 
study are taught only once per year, and are typically taught in the same semester/trimester in 
successive years. This means that for a realistic comparison of SETU results over successive 
years, it is important to consider results from semester one and two separately. 
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Notes – %Ag S1 is percentage agreement for SETU item 1 in semester 1, %Ag S2 is 
percentage agreement in semester 2, and %Ag GTS is percentage agreement for the good 
teaching scale of the CEQ. 
 
Figure 1. Percentage agreement for SETU item 1 and CEQ good teaching scale (GTS) over 
time 
Over the period 2005–2008, the overall percentage agreement for SETU item 1, as 
recorded in both semester 1 and semester 2, rose significantly: 17.0 percent for semester 1 
and 18.7 percent for semester 2. For the corresponding period, the increase in the CEQ good 
teaching score was more modest at 7.2% (Figure 1). While the increasing SETU results year-
on-year were cause for some celebration, and there is no reason to expect identical scores for 
item 1 on SETU and the CEQ good teaching score, there was some consternation that 
substantial rise in SETU ratings did not translate into a similar increase in the CEQ good 
teaching score. CEQ results are reported externally, have been used by third parties to publish 
Australian university ‘league tables’ (Barrie & Ginns, 2007) and have previously contributed 
to the awarding of national competitive teaching and learning performance funding to 
universities (Wheelahan, 2007), hence universities have a significant stake in achieving good 
CEQ results. 
The CEQ is one of the most strongly validated national SET instruments internationally 
(Barrie & Ginns, 2007). In particular, the good teaching scale has been shown to have high 
internal consistency, significant positive correlation with student deep approaches to 
study/learning, and significant positive correlation with student grade-point average (Wilson 
et al., 1997). The CEQ good teaching score is a multi-item composite scale composed of the 
following aspects of teaching known to be associated with quality student learning. 
 
 The staff put a lot of time into commenting on my work on how I was going. 
 The teaching staff normally gave me helpful feedback. 
 The teaching staff of this course motivated me to do my best work. 
 My lecturers were extremely good at explaining things. 
 The teaching staff worked hard to make their subjects interesting.  
 The staff made a real effort to understand the difficulties I might be having with my work. 
 
The CEQ good teaching score percentage agreement score is the arithmetic mean of the 
percentage agreement scores for all of the component items, and is computed for each 
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respondent as long as they provide responses for at least four of the six items in the good 
teaching score. While SETU does contain an item relating to provision of feedback (similar 
to the CEQ good teaching score), the existing focus on the three ‘council indicators’ (items 1, 
7 and 9), mean that the principal measure of good teaching and taken to be item 1: ‘This unit 
was well taught’. This single un-validated survey item attempts to elicit from students some 
composite measure of their perceived experience of teaching, hence is likely to be inferior to 
the explicitly multidimensional good teaching score contained in the CEQ. The items that 
comprise the CEQ good teaching score are phrased using ‘student-centred’ language seeking 
responses about the students’ personal experience of their learning environment. In contrast, 
SETU item 1 asks students to make an objective judgement about the quality of teaching in 
their unit, a judgement that students may not be qualified to make. While unit- or subject-
level SET surveys offer some value if they genuinely achieve improved teaching and learning 
at the unit level, if this action does not systematically link through to validated national 
measures of quality teaching and learning, then important questions remain (Barrie & Ginns, 
2007). Just what is being measured by the unit-level SET? Is teaching and learning actually 
being improved? What is the value of unit-level SET if it provides limited reliable forward 
indicators of likely performance on the CEQ? Although there is evidence of a disconnect 
between measures of teaching quality contained in SETU and CEQ, SETU remains a key 
element at Deakin University for institutional teaching and learning quality improvement 
overall, and essentially the sole measure of individual staff performance for teaching and 
learning. 
If both the aggregation of unit-level SET data and the use of time-lagged, national survey 
data are problematic for institutional-level teaching and learning quality improvement, an 
alternative approach is to use a genuine institutional-level process. One such process that is 
well documented and has significant history of use is the Student Satisfaction Approach 
(Williams & Cappuccini-Ansfield, 2007). Covering much more than just ‘teaching’, and 
providing a fine-grained exploration of students’ university experience, the Student 
Satisfaction Approach includes an annual questionnaire to collect student experience data, 
and uses this data for identification and prioritisation of quality improvement action at the 
faculty level. 
 
Chasing the ‘right’ response 
Deakin University was an early and significant adopter of online technologies in the support 
of teaching and learning (Holt & Thompson, 1995). For many years it has included an item in 
the SETU survey related to student perceptions of the value of online technologies in 
teaching and learning: item 9, in the current version of SETU, ‘The on-line teaching and 
resources in this unit enhanced my learning experience’. Prior to semester 2 in 2006, there 
was concern that this item consistently received one of the lowest mean SETU ratings, 
aggregated across the university. This would have been of particular concern given Deakin 
University’s large investment in online technologies for teaching and learning. There was a 
belief that problems with the reliability of online systems and infrastructure experienced by 
students was negatively influencing their perceptions of the educational value of online 
technologies. In response to this belief, and concurrent with a change on the composition of 
the SETU instrument, a second item related to reliability of online technologies was added in 
semester 2 in 2006: item 8, in the current version of SETU, ‘The technologies used to deliver 
the online content in this unit performed satisfactorily’. 
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Notes – In 2009 Deakin University moved from a semester-based (S) academic timetable to 
one based on three trimesters (T). 
 
Figure 2. Institution-level aggregated mean ratings for SETU items 1, 8 and 9 over time 
 
Rather than providing an ‘outlet’ for respondents to vent any dissatisfaction that they 
had with system reliability and freeing SETU item 9 to rise to its ‘proper’ level, SETU item 8 
(‘The technologies used to deliver the online content in this unit performed satisfactorily’) 
entered the SETU data time series as one of the highest rating items, and has remained so 
over time, tracking an almost identical rating trajectory to SETU item 1 (Figure 2). 
Conversely, while rising over time in proportion with the general trend observed in all SETU 
item results, SETU item 9 (‘The on-line teaching and resources in this unit enhanced my 
learning experience’) has remained one of the lowest rating items, and the gap between it and 
higher rating items, including item 8, has persisted. It seems that students have remained 
stubbornly persistent in their relatively lower perceptions of the contribution of online 
technologies to their teaching and learning, despite efforts to re-jig the SETU items to make it 
‘clearer’ to students what they are actually rating. A similarly historically lowly rated SETU 
item is item 6, in the current version of SETU, ‘The library resources met my needs for this 
unit’. In 2009 it was decided that this item was ‘ambiguous’ and students were not 
interpreting it correctly when supplying their rating. While the wording of the item itself was 
not changed, an ‘explanatory note’ to students for this item was added to SETU from 
trimester 1, 2010. Based on the short time series of SETU data since that change, the 
aggregate mean rating for item 6 has increased slightly more than the rising trend observed 
generally in most SETU items. However, only time will tell if the gap has been permanently 
reduced. What is certain is that it is now impossible to know if any sustained improvement in 
rating, should it eventuate, is due to some fundamental improvement in library resources and 
service provision, or simply a change in how students have been asked to respond on SETU. 
The absolute value of the rating for an item on a SET survey at a point in time should 
not be a reason for undue concern. This is especially so for items that have not undergone any 
formal validation. Rather than attempting to adjust the survey items or the conditions 
surrounding their interpretation to achieve a desired rating outcome, efforts would be better 
spent exploring in more detail the underlying reasons why students give the ratings that they 
do and developing actions in response to that. 
 
A broader conception of teaching and learning quality 
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The construction of the meaning of quality in teaching and learning is a deeply political 
process, especially in an era of students conceived as ‘customers’ (Modell, 2005). Objective 
models of teaching practices that relate to quality learning outcomes exist, including those 
based on students’ perception of their learning environment (Wilson et al., 1997), and student 
engagement (Coates, 2010). These more theorised and sophisticated models of teaching and 
learning quality tend to be used at the extra-institutional/national level, while many internal 
SET instruments remaining largely atheoretical and idiosyncratic (Barrie & Ginns, 2007). 
Even where SET is implemented systematically there is no guarantee that it will 
automatically lead to improvements in teaching and learning (Nilsson & Wahlén, 2000), and 
the particular construction of institutional surveys may bound and limit the conception of 
what constitutes quality teaching and learning (Gynnild, 2007). Given the efforts that are 
dedicated to SET systems internationally, if they do not lead to enhanced teaching and 
learning, then they represent a significant waste of scarce resources in higher education 
(Kember et al., 2002). Because it can be automated and systematised, and can produce simple 
quantitative data, SET may become overly relied upon as the predominant input to teaching 
and learning improvement efforts or to academic staff performance evaluation (d'Apollonia & 
Abrami, 1997; Eiszler, 2002; Theall & Franklin, 2001). If SET processes are not transparent 
and defensible, they are likely to be suspected and rejected by teaching staff (Anderson, 
2006). 
While Deakin University policy indicates a range of possible inputs to teaching 
performance evaluation, only one measure is suggested in the academic staff performance 
planning and review template. The focus on SETU as the prime indicator of teaching and 
learning performance, the specification of rigid performance targets for the achievement of 
SETU ratings and the public reporting of SETU ratings all place significant pressure on both 
individual teaching staff and organisational units to achieve ‘good’ SETU results. In the 
examples presented, favourable SETU results were presumed to be the result of good or 
improved teaching and learning, while less favourable SETU results were presumed to be due 
to students ‘misinterpreting’ the survey items, leading to adjustments of SETU survey items 
in a quest for better ratings. Deakin University would do better to free itself from focussing 
on the first decimal place in its SETU data, and use it more productively and realistically as 
one indicative measure in a forward-looking and developmental teaching and learning quality 
improvement programme. 
 
Conclusion 
SET will no doubt remain important in higher education. This paper used publicly available 
SET data to present examples of where institutional responses to SET processes appeared to 
be educationally ineffective and where the pursuit of the ‘right’ SET results appears to have 
been mistakenly equated with the aim of improved teaching and learning. The circumstances 
described are unlikely to be unique and the implications of such misdirected activity are more 
widely applicable. Small improvements in numerical scores that are indistinguishable from 
the expected level of natural statistical variation in the SET system data, or dramatic changes 
in SET rankings that defy logic, do not necessarily indicate any significant change in the 
underlying quality of teaching and learning. If SET data are to be used as a proxy measure for 
quality of teaching and learning, then confidence in the validity of the instruments generating 
the data is required. If personal and institutional rewards (or punishments) are to be 
contingent on SET results, the SET data must be a meaningful and defensible measure of the 
student teaching and learning experience. If the vast resources devoted to SET are to be 
effective, then the data produced by SET systems must lead to real and sustainable 
improvements in teaching quality and student learning, rather than becoming an end in itself. 
It is hoped that this paper encourages others to discuss the good, and the questionable, SET 
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practices they have observed, to reflect on the validity of how SET data is collected and used 
in their institutions, and to consider the broader array of measures of teaching and learning 
quality that might be employed. 
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